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REASONABLE ECSTASIES
recent Shaftesbury scholarship has begun to explore, tentatively, his vexed and complicated relationship to the languages of early enlightenment libertinism.
Shaftesbury's disregard for revealed religion and his unrelenting critique of the established church are well known, and these beliefs were certainly the occasion for most of the accusations of libertinism lodged against him.9 Yet Shaftesbury's religious freethinking, despite his own protestations to the contrary, was not wholly separate from sexual libertinism. Some critics now recognize that the bookish Shaftesbury 
to be understood as a major proponent of a whiggish culture of "politeness" that sought to relocate the locus of cultural authority in post-1688 Britain away from its traditional moorings in the court and the church and ground it firmly in an independent public sphere composed of appropriately genteel, polished, and urbane individuals. 16 The third earl of Shaftesbury, in this view, was as ideologically important for the whigs of Queen Anne's reign as the first earl was organizationally important for the "first whigs" of Charles II's reign. 17 The third earl's understanding of human sociability and sexuality complicates this view of his philosophy and its importance to the formation of a postrevolutionary whig ideology. For the question-was Lord Anthony Ashley Cooper a libertine?-remains unresolved. How should his sexuality be understood in relation to his advocacy of "politeness" in political and social relations? In the following, I shall argue that Shaftesbury's sexual philosophy was decisively shaped by the social and political contexts in which he expressed it. The Characteristics reflects the anxieties of a country whig alienated from both the old cultural capital of court society and the newly emergent cultural capital located in metropolitan London. Furthermore, these anxieties were significantly gendered. Shaftesbury's old fashioned "country" abhorrence of the uxoriousness and corrupt luxury of court culture could be replicated when he referred to what he viewed as the superficial and dissembling mores of a female-dominated polite society in which mixed company was the rule. In both cases, he found a dangerous effeminacy that threatened masculine virtue. By contrast, he did not consider homosociality, and perhaps even homosexuality, as effeminate at all. Manliness and virtue were almost synonymous for the third earl, as they were for many of his seventeenth-century republican predecessors.'8 Shaftesbury's belief in the moral superiority of exclusive and intimate male companionship structured both the ways in which he maintained his actually existing friendships and the philosophic rhetoric he used to articulate his ethical, social, and political ideals. 16 See the works cited in note 13 above. 17 He thought that the presence of women was especially conducive to such ridiculous imposture, and thus mixed company could only inspire primitive pleasures and improper judgment. He found the "vile ribaldry and other gross irregularities" of the theater primarily owing to pandering to the baser tastes of the females in the audience. He thought the Greeks' prohibition of women from their theater and gymnasiums was quite admirable, while the Romans' practice of permitting women into their amphitheaters was a primary cause of the barbarities of gladiatorial entertainment. Even worse, he thought, men of normally good judgment often "give way with a malicious complaisance to the humour of a company, where, in favour chiefly of the tender sex," they might yield to criticism.27
Rather than sacrifice his thought to the whims of fashion and the beau monde, Shaftesbury declared that it was "a better thing to be just, to have integrity, faith, innocency, to be a man, and a lover of men." 
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"that common benevolence and charity which every Christian is obliged to show towards all men"; it is rather to be understood as a "peculiar relation which is formed by a consent and harmony of minds, by mutual esteem, and reciprocal tenderness and affection" which surpasses the love of women. His examples include the friendships between "philosophers, heroes, and the greatest of men," such as those of Socrates and Antisthenes, Plato and Dion, or Cato and Brutus. Although a few such bonds survive "perhaps in our own age," Shaftesbury intimates that his ideal flourished only in "the heathen world, or in the times preceding Christianity." 33
Among his favored confidants, Lord Ashley shared a language of intimate affection and indeed, gallantry. In his correspondence with his "real and passionate friend," Robert Molesworth, Shaftesbury requested permission to "allow a lover to speak in lover's language." It was in a context such as this that Shaftesbury felt he could freely "mix love and philosophy."34 Male friendships infused with a hardly concealed homoeroticism were the preferred venues for the third earl's philosophizing.
Molesworth was not unique in receiving such warm praises and affectionate prose. Perhaps the most striking instance in which Shaftesbury uses this rhetoric is in a letter containing reflections on male friendship and his past love for a boy.35 In this carefully preserved and copied, albeit incomplete, epistle addressed "to a brother," Shaftesbury reflects on his past affairs with a young man, whom he calls "a Bawble in good truth, if ever there were a Bawble of a friend."36 Ashley seems to have met the boy at a gathering of his "private community of friends." He recalls how his first reaction was a "je-ne-sais-quoi of dislike and aversion," despite the youth's attempts to secure the friendship. Shaftesbury "refused as much to send him one good wish . . . one kind remembrance or anything in return, either to his own friend-like remembrances and officious tender of services, or to the favourable characters given him 33 Whether or not Shaftesbury had sex with "Bawble" or any of his other intimate friends, we will never know. What is clear is that Shaftesbury's friendships were infused with a homoerotic passion that was real enough even if never consummated. Alan Bray has rightly insisted that the distinction between male friendship and sodomitical sexuality was never as firm in early modern England as contemporaries might have insisted.40 Intense friendships could often be portrayed by unfriendly witnesses as sinfully sodomitical, or at least something close to it. Thus Francis Bacon, for example, showed great concern to distinguish the vice of "masculine love" from the "faithful and inviolate friendships" some of his male friends.46 He thought that women were particularly prone to superstitious enthusiasm, because religious fanaticism provoked "something strangely agreeable, and in common with what ordinary lovers are used to feel" in its converts.47 He contemptuously juxtaposed the adepts against "those ancient heathens who steered that rugged and severe course to virtue through self denial and the contempt of all the soft pleasures and shining beauties of the world."48 Shaftesbury's concerns in this text reappear throughout the Characteristics, for he continually uses the exact same terms-enthusiasm, rapture, and ecstasy-to describe his own philosophy. It is therefore of the utmost importance for him to distinguish his own philosophical enthusiasm, and perhaps his own philosophical brotherhood, from the adepts' superstition. Unlike the adepts, Shaftesbury thought that philosophy could flourish only among those men who followed the "rugged and cise of benignity and goodness." Virtue must be the greatest pleasure, and it is active in contrast to those sensual "low and sordid pleasures of human kind" which are passive.69
It is important to understand the reasons why Shaftesbury singles out mental and social delight as the greatest of pleasures. They are enduring and active. Now the keystone to classical republican thought, according to J. G. A. Pocock, is the struggle of the virtuous republic to maintain its vigor against inevitable decay over time. Pocock notes that the republicans' solution to this dilemma was to advocate "a vita activa which is specifically a vivere civile-a way of life given over to civic concerns and the (ultimately political) activity of citizenship."70 Shaftesbury applies a similar solution to the threat posed by corruption to the self, rather than to the republic, but with one major difference: for him, an active and civic life is also ultimately a philosophical one, a vita contemplativa, and thus he rejects the martial ideals so dear to many of his country whig allies.71 In a letter to James Stanhope in November 1709, Lord Ashley stated, "I don't only esteem philosophy and letters to be the good nourishment and preservative of the patriot and statesman, but of the hero, and that there is not, nor ever can be, a truly great man in either way without this diet. Shaftesbury resorts to using much the same language as that of those libertines he tries so hard to denounce in his moralizing. Although Shaftesbury emphasizes the superiority of "dry, sober reason" over "mere pleasure," he claims just a few pages later that philosophical "pleasure is more debauching than any other" and it is, indeed, "a sublime, heroic passion." There is a central paradox in Shaftesbury's treatment of philosophical eros: he consistently opposes it to the eros of sexual desire, yet he just as consistently describes it in sexually charged terms. Shaftesbury elides the tension between discipline and transgression by describing his philosophizing as "a fair and plausible enthusiasm" and "a reasonable ecstasy," but the contradictions between the nouns and their adjectives in these terms refuse to disappear.82 III. Cool Conquest, Warm Poetry: Seduced by the Philosophic Sublime Shaftesbury's fifth treatise in the Characteristics, "The Moralists, a Philosophical Rhapsody" (1705; rev. ed. 1708/9) perhaps best demonstrates his highly eroticized philosophic ideal. He held this work in particularly high regard; it was located, along with the revised "Inquiry concerning Morals," in the central second volume of the original three volumes of the Characteristics, and he considered it to be "a kind of apology for [the revised "Inquiry"].83 It was obviously intended to be the keystone of Shaftesbury's philosophical edifice, and it is here where we find the clearest expression of his engagement with the languages of libertinism.
The treatise provides a retelling of a philosophical dialogue primarily between the narrator, Philocles, and the story's heroic protagonist, Theocles.84 Philocles is a skeptic, "an airy gentleman of the world and a thorough railleur," while Theocles voices Shaftesbury's philosophy in the manner of a "feigned preacher." Theocles is troped as the more masculine of the two, for he remains in control of the discourse at all times, and Philocles speaks in obvious admiration for his "heroic genius." Philocles, on the other hand, worries over his effeminacy. He says his skepticism is owing to his love of easy thinking. Indolence is a distinctly feminine characteristic for Shaftesbury, as he later has Philocles Philocles that if the latter were to enjoy such company, he would surely not be interested in philosophizing.89 This oblique reference to sexual dalliance serves further to reinforce the gallantry of the repartee as well as to further emphasize Philocles' own effeminacy. It should be remembered that Shaftesbury's understanding of effeminacy encompasses submission of the will to the passions, especially the amorous ones. Philocles's undisciplined sexuality paradoxically becomes yet another sign of his feminine inferiority to Theocles's own unquestioned masculinity.
What then should we make of Shaftesbury's repeated insistences that the resemblance between amorous gallantry and the philosophical sort in "The Moralists" is only superficial? Theocles consistently uses "amourous gallants" and "modern epicures" as vulgar foils to contrast against "that notion of divine love such as separates from everything worldly, sensual, or meanly interested." Yet these carefully wrought distinctions cannot help but become blurred by the dialogue's homoerotic word play. This confusion is most apparent at the narrative climax, where Philocles abandons his skepticism and wholly concedes to Theocles. Philocles exclaims, "Enough . . . my doubts are vanished. . . . You [Theocles] are conqueror in the cool way of reason, and may with honor now grow warm again in your poetic vein."90 Theocles's victory is intended to be strictly a matter of Socratic persuasion, but the scene also recalls the libertine's search for valor and a regeneration of creative energy, or heat, through the erotic sublimity of seduction.91 At this point, there is little difference between the enthusiastic philosopher and a rake. For both Shaftesbury and his libertine counterpart, erotic heat is a source of creative inspiration-a transgression sanctioned for the virtuosic few who can use it properly to achieve an end higher than merely slaking one's lust. Shaftesbury nevertheless treats this passionate "heat" with caution. Just before his victory, Theocles wavers in his purpose when Philocles warns, "Since you have rekindled me, you do not by delaying give me time to cool again." This provokes Theocles to respond by declaring, "I scorn to take the advantage of a warm fit and be beholden to temper or imagination for gaining me your assent. Therefore, ere I go a step farther, I am resolved to enter into cool reason with you."92 To be legitimate, Theocles' conquest must be calm, cool, and rational and thus presumably opposed to hot and passionate erotic seduction.
